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In many practical inquiries, random sampling is expensive. In particular, if we are sampling a human population scattered over a district, we may have difficulty in locating the selected members of a random sample and obtaining the required information from them. Much commercial sampling for market research and political opinion polling purposes tries to avoid the cost problems of interviewing a pre-selected sample of individuals by using a method known as quota sampling. In this method, individuals are not pre-selected at all, but strata are formed (usually based on sex, age, social class and perhaps other characteristics ascertainable for the population) and the selection of individuals within these strata is left to the interviewers.

As will be evident from this interviewer freedom, the danger of selection bias is always present in quota sampling; and of course, since the procedure for selecting the sample is ill-defined, there is no valid method of estimating the standard error of a sample estimator. Practitioners of quota sampling sometimes quote “standard errors” based on random sample formulae, but this is strictly unscientific: such experimental investigationsas have been carried out have shown that quota samples are subject to considerably larger sampling variation than comparable random samples.

The other apparent advantage of quota sampling is that it can always achieve its intended sample size in each stratum, whereas with a pre-selected random sample there will always be some selected individuals who cannot be found at home or who have moved house or refuse to co-operate (though this latter group is usually surprisingly small). But of course, quota samples are subject to the same problems-the interviewers simply do not select these “difficult” classes of individuals. In essence, quota sampling conceals these problems of  non-response  rather than attempt to solve them. It is because the selection procedure for quota sampling is ill-defined that its practitioners apparently have no non-response problems. In contrast, a valuable feature of random sampling is that it forces the sampler to realize the magnitude of non-response, which may impel him to do something about it, for example by making  a further attempt to locate the missing individuals or by making a more intensive effort to find a sub-sample of them.

Thus it will be seen that the reduction in  costs by use of quota sampling brings with it a reduction of the credibility of the sample, which may have selection and non-response biases and for which no valid standard errors can be calculated.  

